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Abstract
This paper is the first to study the effects of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986 on marriage rates between foreign-born individuals and natural-born citizens. Using
marriage license data, I find that gains to marriages involving a native bride and foreign
groom decrease by 0.2 log points. The decrease in is driven by reductions in gains to
marriages involving a Mexican groom or a non-Canadian, non-Mexican groom. I do
not find evidence that the effects differed for states with lower educational attainment
or higher shares of illegal immigrants.
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1. Introduction

In the US, intermarriage between native- and foreign-born individuals has accounted
for an increasing share of both new marriages and of married couples since the
1960s [Livingston and Brown (2017)]. Intermarriage plays a role in assimilation and
in achieving better labor market outcomes for immigrants [Furtado and Trejo
(2013)]. In part, improved labor market outcomes for intermarrying immigrants can
be attributed to the procurement of legal status. Recent bills proposed under
President Biden would provide an alternate route to citizenship, which could alter
intermarriage rates for eligible immigrants.1 The extent to which legal status through
amnesty impacts intermarriage rates in the US is an important consideration.

To this point, no research has explored how amnesty impacts intermarriage in the
US. Related work examining intermarriage rates in Italy following additional
countries’ admittance to the European Union (EU) find a decrease in intermarrying
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1The US Citizenship Act of 2021 would provide green cards to eligible illegal aliens and potentially
citizenship after demonstrating knowledge of English and US civics after 3 years as a green card holder.
Alternative, potentially more politically viable, narrower bills have been introduced as well. The
American Dream and Promise Act and the Farm Workforce Modernization Act provide paths to legal
citizenship for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival recipients and for current illegal aliens working
in agriculture.
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[Adda et al. (2020)]. Findings on intermarriage from the EU expansions may not be
generalizable to changes in US immigration policy. To provide insight into how
future US amnesty policies may impact intermarriage, I explore potential changes in
intermarriage after a natural experiment that granted legal status to a large group of
illegal aliens.

Specifically, I exploit the enactment the Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986 (IRCA). IRCA resulted in roughly 2.7 million illegal immigrants gaining
permanent resident status [US Department of Justice (1997)], making IRCA the
largest amnesty program in United States history. In part due to the size of the
program, the effects of IRCA on the newly legalized population, immigration flows,
and domestic population have been the focus of a large body of scholarly work. The
goal of this study is to examine how IRCA affected intermarriage rates.

Specifically, I use marriage license data to examine changes in gains to marriages
(defined later) involving a foreign-born spouse following IRCA. Relative to
native-native marriages, I find that legalization led to a decrease in gains to marriage
involving a foreign-born spouse. I find the largest effects for marriages involving
native brides, which is plausible considering the majority of immigrants impacted by
IRCA are male [Rolph (1992)]. When effects are allowed to vary by spousal nativity,
I find the decrease is driven by changes in gains to marriage involving a Mexican
spouse or a spouse who was born outside the US, Canada and Mexico.

The paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, the institutional details of IRCA are
discussed. Section 3 provides a discussion of the role incentives play in marriage,
previous related research, and mechanisms through which legalization could affect
marriage rates. Section 4 outlines the data and methods used to analyze the impact
of legalization on marriage, and Section 5 presents the analyses’ findings. Finally, in
Section 6, I discuss this paper’s findings and conclude.

2. Institutional background

To address the large number of illegal immigrants residing in the United States, IRCAwas
passed granting amnesty to two groups of illegal immigrants. The first group offered
amnesty was legally authorized workers (LAWs)—aliens that entered the United States
before 1982 and continuously resided as an illegal resident until applying for legal
status beginning in May 1987 under IRCA. Following application, the alien receives
temporary status which may be converted to permanent resident status in 18 months
if the alien is able to demonstrate a minimal understanding of English and civics.

The second group offered amnesty was special agricultural workers (SAWs). SAWs
had to show a history of working in season agriculture for at least 90 days in the last 12
months prior to May 1984, 1985, and 1986. Once the work requirement was
demonstrated, the alien gained temporary status. Because of the lack of a continuous
residence requirement, SAWs could apply for temporary legal status even while
residing abroad. In the case of SAWs, temporary status could be converted to
permanent resident status after 2 years with no additional conditions required.

IRCA granted legal status to approximately 1.6 million LAWs and 1.1 million SAWs
[US Department of Justice (1997)]. Over 90% of the immigrants gaining legal status
came from Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, or South America [Rolph
(1992)]. The LAW population consisted of over 40% women and a relatively young
population while the SAW population consisted of less than 20% women and mainly
working-age adults [Rolph (1992)].
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3. Theoretical framework

Under the framework of Becker (1973), individuals who marry do so because the utility
derived from being married exceeds the utility obtained from remaining single. This
leads to a clear prediction that changes in the costs or benefits of marriage should affect
those on the margins. Existing literature on tax penalties, public assistance and economic
conditions support this hypothesis. Tax penalties, which raise the cost of marriage, have
been found to have significant, but small, deterrent and postponement effects on
marriage [Alm and Whittington (1995, 1997, 1999), Gelardi (1996), Sjoquist and Walker
(1995)]. Increased public assistance, which lowers the costs to remain single and rear a
child, has also been found to decrease or delay marriage [Hutchens (1979), Moffitt et al.
(1998), Schultz (1994), Winkler (1995), Grogger and Bronars (2001)].2 Consistent with
good employment conditions increasing the opportunity cost of marriage, Blau et al.
(2000) and Preston and Richards (1975) find a negative relationship between sex-specific
employment conditions and marriage. The two primary channels I consider that affect
the newly legalized population’s incentive to marry are a change in the path to
naturalization and changes in their labor market environment.

For illegal aliens, marrying a citizen may aid in obtaining legal status. Aliens who have
legally entered the United States and married a citizen—even if they have overstayed their
legal limit—can adjust their status. Aliens that have illegally entered the United States and
marry a citizen have a more difficult path to status adjustment: the alien must return to
their country of origin and remain abroad for at least 3 years before being eligible for legal
entry3. The benefit of marrying for legal status is considerable—contractual marriage
fraud payments, where an alien pays a citizen to participate in a sham marriage, have
been over $20,000 [Lynskey (1986)].4 Those newly legalized under IRCA have an
alternative path to gaining legal status besides through marriage. With marriage no
longer having the benefit of being a path to legal status, there should be a decreased
incentive for IRCA-eligible foreigners to marry citizens. This change in incentive to
marry could result in a delay in marriage, resulting in cohabitating couples choosing
to remain unmarried due to the decreased urgency imposed by illegal status. This
simple analysis yields the prediction that following IRCA there should be a decrease in
the rate of marriage between citizens and non-citizens.

The second channel considered in this paper is legalization’s effect on the labor
market environment resulting in a change in marriage decisions. IRCA has been
found to provide high skilled immigrants access to better jobs and ensure low skilled
immigrants receive at least the minimum wage after legalization.5 The increased

2It is worth noting there is not a consensus on the relationship between public assistance and marriage.
Bitler et al. (2004), Blackburn (2000), Harknett and Gennetian (2003), and Yelowitz (1998) find mixed or
no effects of benefits on marriage.

3Aliens that are unlawfully in the United States for 180 days but less than a year are ineligible to receive a
visa for 3 years. Aliens that are unlawfully present for a year or longer are unable to receive a visa for 10
years.

4The hearing this number is drawn from occurred in 1985 and does not specify if the dollar value is in
1985 USD.

5Gill and Long (1989), Kossoudji and Cobb-Clark (2000), Lozano and Sorensen (2011), Méndez et al.
(2016), Pan (2012), and Powers et al. (1998) document improved occupational mobility and access to
better paying jobs. Barcellos Silvia (2010), Borjas and Tienda (1993), Cobb-Clark et al. (1995),
Kossoudji and Cobb-Clark (2002), Lozano and Sorensen (2011), Méndez et al. (2016), and Rivera-Batiz
(1999) broadly find that IRCA increased wages among the newly legalized population. Similar evidence
is found examining the Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act [Kaushal (2006)], for
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returns to skill among legalized immigrants should result in an increased incentive to
obtain additional education or training, and an anticipation of future higher
earnings. For immigrants who receive higher wages following legalization, they
should have a decreased gain to marriage. Notably, Chi (2017) finds that the
intermarriage earnings premium for Mexican immigrants is rendered insignificant
for those eligible for IRCA—providing support that incentives, in the form of
earnings premiums, decline for those impacted by IRCA. This decreased incentive to
marry may result in fewer immigrants seeking to marry, delaying marriage, or
changing the search process for a potential spouse.6

4. Empirical approach

4.1 Data

Information on marriages is obtained from the 1981 to 1988 Marriage Data, Detail,
from the National Center for Health Statistics.7 The data is based on official
marriage certificates provided by states in the marriage registration area. During this
period, all recorded marriages are heterosexual. Some states8 are excluded as they
were not in the marriage registration area for the full sample. The data contains the
date, location, and information about the two individuals at the time of marriage.
Detailed information on the birthplace of the bride and groom are included in most
state records. The data has the advantage of recording outcomes at the time of
marriage, rather than relying on recall among respondents later in life.

Unfortunately, the marriage data does not report an individual’s citizenship status.
Rather, the data reports the individual’s place of birth. To identify who is potentially
affected by immigration reform, I rely on United States birthright citizenship.
Anyone born in the United States is a natural-born citizen. I treat those born outside
the United States as an immigrant who is potentially treated by immigration reform.
Foreign-born individuals that have been naturalized, legally reside in the United
States, or have legally entered and overstayed are not affected by IRCA. Foreign-born
populations that have illegally entered but have not been present for a long enough
duration to be IRCA-eligible are also unaffected by the reform. By treating all foreign
born as treated, I likely underestimate IRCA’s effects.

Table 1 shows the mean total number of marriages, those involving a native spouse,
and those involving a foreign spouse, separately for native grooms and native brides. I
report means for the pre-IRCA period (1980–1986), the 2 years immediately preceding
IRCA (1985–1986), and the post-IRCA period (1987–1988). There are roughly 1.5–1.6
million marriages annually throughout the period of analysis. There are considerably
fewer marriages between a native groom and a foreign spouse, roughly 10,000 per year,
relative to marriages between a native bride and a foreign spouse, over 70,000 per year.

foreigners who obtain a green card, an alternative means of legal status [Mukhopadhyay & Oxborrow
(2012), Chi & Drewianka (2014)] and for immigrants who intermarry [Furtado & Theodoropoulos (2009)].

6Alternatively, higher wages could increase a newly legalized immigrant’s value in the marriage market
which could facilitate an increase in marriages. However, in situations with improved labor conditions, the
net impact has generally been found to be a decrease in marriages rather than an increase [Preston &
Richards (1975), Blau et al. (2000)].

7A few additional years of marriage data are available after 1988. However, from 1989 onward birthplace
is no longer reported making it impossible to identify foreign-born individuals.

8Specifically, Arizona, Arkansas, District of Columbia, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma,
Texas, and Washington are excluded.
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Population data is obtained from the IPUMS-USA 1980 and 1990 5% state samples.
I create state totals of single men and women aged 18–59, overall and by nativity. In
Table 2, I report the totals for the 1980 and 1990 samples. The composition of
singles by nativity is similar for both men and women in each sample. The largest
share of foreign singles comes from countries other than Canada and Mexico.
However, Mexico, a single country, accounts for around one fifth of foreign-born
singles.

4.2 Methods

To evaluate the impact of IRCA on marriage rates, I follow Adda et al. (2020) and use a
formulation of Choo and Siow’s (2006) measure of gains to marriage. Under this
approach, gains to marriage are measured by the square of marriages occurring
among pairings of spousal nativities relative to the geometric average of singles of
the same sex and nativity. Using the geometric average of singles factors in changes
in the availability of singles of different nativities; this method accounts for the
possibility that naturally more marriages may occur involving a particular nativity
when there are more singles of that nativity present. Gains to marriage should be
interpreted as the gains relative to the individuals next best option—remaining single
or being a partner in a less-formal relationship such as cohabitation—after obtaining
legal status through IRCA. In this paper, I examine gains occurring among couples
with a native-born groom and native-born bride separately.

Table 1. Marriage descriptive statistics, 1980–1988

Time period

1980–1986 1985–1986 1987–1988

Panel A. Marriages involving a native groom

Marriages 1,533,587 1,510,065 1,513,189

Native spouse 1,523,825 1,499,829 1,503,045

Foreign spouse 9,761 10,236 10,144

Canadian spouse 4,507 4,422 4,283

Mexican spouse 3,471 3,988 4,068

Rest of world spouse 1,783 1,826 1,794

Panel B. Marriage involving a native bride

Marriages 1,599,688 1,582,711 1,575,649

Native spouse 1,523,825 1,499,829 1,503,045

Foreign spouse 75,862 82,882 72,604

Canadian spouse 5,219 5,032 4,871

Mexican spouse 7,942 8,645 7,916

Rest of world spouse 62,700 69,206 59,818

Note: The data used is the 1980 to 1988 detail marriage data. Only marriages among individuals aged 18 to 59 are
included and estimates are weighted for states-year cells reporting less than 100% of marriages. Rest of world includes
all individuals born outside the US, Canada, or Mexico.
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To illustrate, the gains to marriages consisting of a couple with a native-born groom
are calculated as follows:

Pj = ln
marriages2j

singles× singlesj

( )
.

The numerator, marriages2j , is the square of the total number of marriages occurring
between a native-born groom and a bride with nativity j, where j indicates if the bride is
born in the US, Canada, Mexico, or the rest of world9. The denominator is the
geometric average of the total number of native-born single men, singles, and single
women with nativity j, singlesj. Πj is calculated for each state-quarter in the sample.
Analogous rates are calculated for couples with a native-born bride. To address the
problem of some state-quarters having no marriages or no singles, I add one to each
state-quarter cell’s marriages and measures of singles.10 This ensures that Πj is
defined for each state-quarter cell. I test the sensitivity to this, in Appendix B, where
results are reported using the original state-quarter measures.

Unlike the marriage data, which is available by month, population data is available
only in 1980 and 1990. To compute number of native-born singles available in
intercensal years, I use linear interpolation. To compute the number of foreign-born
singles available in intercensal years, I employ two approaches. First, I use the same

Table 2. Singles by sex and nativity, 1980 and 1990

Time period

1980 1990

Single men 53,826,600 60,954,241

Native 17,625,020 21,998,410

Foreign 1,244,540 2,484,427

Canadian 56,760 64,087

Mexican 191,460 567,494

Rest of world 996,320 1,852,846

Single women 56,274,960 62,017,221

Native 17,466,620 21,397,987

Foreign 1,162,360 2,060,866

Canadian 64,680 65,134

Mexican 130,440 320,406

Rest of world 967,240 1,675,326

Note: The data used is the IPUMS-USA 1980 and 1990 5% state samples. Only individuals aged 18 to 59 are counted and
estimates are weighted using IPUMS person weights. Rest of world includes all individuals born outside the US, Canada,
or Mexico.

9Rest of world refers to any country outside of the US, Canada, or Mexico. The marriage detail files place
of birth variable does not support finer levels of distinction.

10Most cells containing a zero are due to no marriages occurring involving a native spouse and a
foreign-born spouse in that period rather than a lack of singles.
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linear interpolation method as used for the native-born estimates. Immigration rates to
the US were not constant in the 80s, meaning that linearly calculated estimates may not
accurately capture changes in immigrants present in the US. To account for this, I use a
second method to estimate intercensal immigrant populations using Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) data. Using INS data on immigration, I divide each
year’s total immigration by the sum of immigration occurring between 1980 and
1990 to obtain a measure of the percent of immigration change in that decade
occurring within that calendar year. Next, I multiply each year’s percent of
immigration change by the total change in foreign-born population occurring
between 1980 and 1990 as measured by the IPUMS-USA data. These steps are done
separately for immigrants from Canada, Mexico, and rest of world. This approach
assumes the pattern of immigrant growth in states follows the national immigration
patterns, rather than a linear trend.

I estimate the following equation to estimate gains to marriage occurring between a
native groom (native bride) and foreign-born bride (foreign-born groom) relative to
homogenous native-native marriages:

P jst = a+ b(Foreignj × Postt)+ Foreignj + Yeart + Quartert + States + Xst

+ e jst (1)
where Foreignj is an indicator taking a value of one for marriages with a foreign-born
spouse; Postt is an indicator for the period after IRCA went into effect (January 1, 1987
and onward)11; Yeart, Quartert, and States are fixed effects for calendar year, quarter,
and state; Xst contains at minimum controls for the number of single males and
females, the availability of opposite sex singles of the same foreign-nativity12, and,
when indicated, controls for sex ratios; and ϵjst is the error term.

The coefficient of interest, β, measure the change gains to marriages to a
foreign-born spouse relative to marriages to a native-born spouse before and after
IRCA’s effective date. I estimate equation (1) separately for marriages involving
native-born brides and grooms. It is unlikely that each nativity is uniformly
impacted: of all immigrants admitted between 1980 and 1990, the percent admitted
due to IRCA is 4% for Canadians, 73% for Mexicans, and 11% for rest of world. To
assess potential differences across nationalities, I estimate a model where Foreignj is
replace by indicators for Canadian, Mexican, and rest of world nativity. This allows
for heterogenous effects by spousal nativity. For all estimates, I weight by state
population and cluster standard errors by state.13

5. Results

5.1 Main results

Gains to marriage by spouse’s nativity, Πj, are presented in Figure 1. Figure 1a, presents
the gains to marriage involving a native groom. Over the sample period, Π is relative
stable for marriages to a Canadian, Mexican, native, or rest of world bride. There is
no notable change following IRCA going into effect in 1987. Figure 1b, presents the

11Postt is not included as a stand-alone term because it is captured by the year fixed effects.
12To illustrate, for the analysis looking at native grooms and foreign-born brides, a control for

foreign-nativity men is included.
13In results not shown, I find no significant evidence of serial correlation occurring.
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Figure 1. Gains to marriage. (a) Native grooms. (b) Native brides.
Note: Panel A shows the gains to marriage for marriages involving a native groom. Panel B shows the analogous
gains for marriage involving a native bride.
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gains to marriage involving a native bride. Before 1987, Π appears relatively stable for all
spousal nativities. After 1987, there is an apparent decline in the share of marriages to
Mexican grooms. There also appears to be a less drastic decline in the share of
marriages to rest of world grooms. There is no noticeable decline in marriages to
Canadian or native grooms.

I provide non-graphical evidence of changes in the gains to marriage by estimating
equation (1). In Table 3, I present results using linearly interpolated population values
separately for marriages involving a native groom and native bride. Columns 1 and 3
report results using a single indicator for all foreign-born spouses. Columns 2 and 4
report results from a model allowing effects to vary by spousal nativity. R-squared
and observations are reported for each estimation.

For marriages involving a native groom, I find no overall change in gains to
marriages with foreign spouses. When the effect is allowed to vary by spousal
nativity, I find a significant 0.47 log point decrease in gains to marriage between
native grooms and rest of world brides. For marriages involving a native bride, I find
a significant 0.20 log point decrease in gains to marriages with foreign spouses.
There is no significant change in gains to marriages between a native bride and
Canadian groom. The overall decrease in gains to marriage with foreign grooms is
due to a 0.36 log point decrease in gains to marriages with a Mexican groom and a
0.26 log point decrease in gains to marriages with a rest of world groom.

Next, I explore the sensitivity of results to a variety of changes in Appendix B. First, I
explore the sensitivity of results to the inclusion of a control for sex ratios and
weighting. In Table B1, I report results for regressions including a control for the sex
ratio of single males to single females. Controlling for sex ratios does not cause any
statistically meaningful changes in results. In Table B2, I report the results from an
unweighted regression. The results do not lose significance in an unweighted
regression, with point estimates being slightly smaller than those in Table 3.

I further explore the sensitivity of the findings to the use of alternative intercensal
estimates and gains to marriage. First, I report results using intercensal estimates based
on calendar year immigration admittances. Estimates using the non-linear immigrant
population estimates are reported in Table B3. Coefficients are similar signed under this
specification, with many being smaller in magnitude. The results for marriages involving
rest of world spouses retain significance, while the results for marriages between a native
bride and foreign groom or Mexican groom, lose significance. In Table B4, I present
results using original counts of populations and marriages rather than those with one
added to each cell. Any cells with 0 marriages will drop out from the estimates.14

Results are generally consistent. The estimated decrease in gains to marriages between
native grooms and rest of world spouses is larger, and the estimated decrease in gains to
marriages between native brides and foreign spouses is larger. The estimated decrease in
gains to marriage between native brides and Mexican grooms is larger in magnitude.

5.2 State heterogeneity and immigrant spousal preferences

To further understand the impacts of IRCA, I perform additional analyses exploring
heterogenous effects by state characteristics and look for evidence of changes in
immigrants’ spousal preferences. First, I construct state-level measures of the 1980s

14Table B4 has a total of 2,582 fewer observations. Of those, 2,480 are due to zero marriages occurring
between a native spouse and foreign spouse.
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proportion of single adults with a high school education or less and of illegal
immigrants, as estimated by Passel and Woodrow (1984), per thousand population. I
then estimate equation (1) with the inclusion of a term interacting either the
education or illegal immigration measure with Foreignj and Postt. In Table 4, I
present the results by education level (Panel A) and illegal immigration per thousand
population (Panel B). For education, the coefficient is negatively signed but
insignificant. For illegal immigrants per thousand population, the coefficients are
again negatively signed, but small and insignificant.

Lastly, I estimate a version of equation (1) where I examine gains to marriage for
foreign-born grooms and brides. I calculate the Choo-Siow statistics for marriage
involving a Canadian, Mexican, and rest of world groom separately. I run a
regression for each groom nativity, measuring the gains to marriage to a Canadian,
Mexican, or rest of world bride relative to marriages to native brides. I repeat the
same analysis for foreign-born brides. If foreign-born individuals prefer to marry
foreign-born spouses, but were marrying native spouses to gain legal status, IRCA
would result in gains to marriages among foreign couples.

I present the results in Table 5. For all analyses, the estimated effects are small.
Coefficients and errors are scaled up by 1,000 for convenience. For grooms, the only
significant effect is a decrease in gains to marriages involving a rest of world groom
and rest of world bride. For brides, there are significant decreases in gains to
marriage between Canadian brides and rest of world grooms; and rest of world
brides and rest of world grooms. Like the other effects, the significant estimates are
of such a magnitude that the results are inconsequential. Overall, the lack of
significance and small magnitudes suggest that the legal environment was not
inducing foreign individuals to replace foreign spouses with native spouses.

Table 3. Gains from marriage

Native groom Native bride

(2) (4) (2) (4)

Foreignj × Postt −0.143 – −0.202** –

(0.095) (0.082)

Canadianj × Postt – 0.218 – 0.004

(0.178) (0.153)

Mexicanj × Postt – −0.182 – −0.358***

(0.184) (0.131)

ROWj × Postt – −0.468*** – −0.255***

(0.089) (0.052)

R2 0.856 0.857 0.759 0.760

Observations 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and the log of available opposite sex singles
of the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are
weighted by state population and standard errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of
0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.
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6. Conclusion

This study examined the effects of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 on
intermarriage. I find that the policy led to a reduction in gains to marriage involving a
native bride and foreign-born groom. When gains to marriage are allowed to vary by
spousal nativity, I find evidence of a decline in gains to marriage involving a native
groom and a rest of world bride; for native brides, I find a decrease in gains to
marriage involving a Mexican groom and rest of world groom. These findings are
concentrated among the groups most affected by IRCA: males and Mexican-born
individuals. Among foreign-born individuals, those born in Mexico are the most
likely to have entered the United States illegally (Chiswick, 1982). This means that
the share of Mexican-born individuals who could obtain legal status through
marriage is smaller than other foreign-born individuals—making the finding of a
significant decline in gains to marriage among couples with a Mexican-born
individual more compelling. I find no significant difference in effect by states’
proportion with a high school degree or less or illegal immigrants per thousand
population. Focusing on marriages involving a foreign-born groom or bride, I find

Table 4. Heterogenous gains from marriage by state 1980s education and illegal immigrant levels

Native groom Native bride

Panel A. Education level

Foreignj × Postt −0.068 0.035

(0.924) (0.899)

HS Educ or Lesss × Foreignj × Postt −0.119 −0.380

(1.522) (1.524)

Mean high school degree or less 0.621 0.624

(HS Educ or Lesss × Foreignj × Postt) × Mean −0.074 −0.237

R2 0.856 0.759

Observations 6,048 6,048

Panel B. Illegal Immigrants

Foreignj × Postt −0.126 −0.134

(0.123) (0.117)

Illegals × Foreignj × Postt −0.000 −0.002

(0.002) (0.002)

Mean 1980 illegal immigrants per 1,000 population 42.605 42.605

(Illegals × Foreignj × Postt) × Mean −0.018 −0.075

R2 0.856 0.759

Observations 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and the log of available opposite sex singles
of the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are
weighted by state population and standard errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of
0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.
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Table 5. Gains from marriages involving a foreign-born spouse, coefficients scaled up by 1000

Groom nativity Bride nativity

Canadian Mexican Rest of world Canadian Mexican Rest of world

Canadianj × Postt 0.001 −0.001 −0.000 0.001 −0.005 −0.000

(0.001) (0.003) (0.000) (0.001) (0.004) (0.000)

Mexicanj × Postt 0.000 0.207 0.000 −0.000 0.176 −0.000

(0.000) (0.221) (0.000) (0.000) (0.224) (0.000)

ROWj × Postt 0.000 0.017 −0.000*** −0.000* 0.014 −0.000***

(0.000) (0.011) (0.000) (0.000) (0.011) (0.000)

R2 0.044 0.023 0.022 0.047 0.023 0.184

Observations 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and
the log of available opposite sex singles of the same nativity as the spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are weighted by state population and standard
errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.
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no evidence of meaningful increases in marriages to other foreign-born spouses. The
findings of this paper support the hypothesis that marriage becomes less attractive to
the newly legalized population, as they now have a non-marital path to legal status.

This paper has several limitations of note. First, the findings in this paper document
a decline in intermarriage for only 2 years following IRCA. For the third year and
onward, birthplaces are not reported. This limitation does not lend itself to exploring
whether IRCA delayed intermarriage rates among those affected or resulted in a
lasting decrease in propensity to intermarry. Secondly, no conclusions about the
specific motivation for marriage can be inferred outside of the entire bundle of
benefits that are conferred with legal status. Research using novel data, or new
natural experiments, would provide additional insight. Further research relating to
how IRCA impacted marriage stability, childbearing, and later-life outcomes would
provide further insight into the effects of US amnesty programs.
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Appendix A

Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments
The Immigration Marriage Fraud Amendments of 1986 (IMFA) was passed just days after IRCA. IMFA
intended to deter marriage fraud and prevent immigrants from circumventing the normal visa process.
It is not clear how pervasive marriage fraud was among marriages involving a non-citizen; estimates
from the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) suggest fraud may play a role in up to 8% of
marriages15 whereas the president of the American Immigration Lawyers Association suggests marriage
fraud only plays a role in 2% of marriages [Lynskey (1986)].

Marrying a citizen allows an alien to avoid visa limitations by becoming an immediate relative of a citizen.
IMFA imposes a 2-year period of conditional permanent resident status which may be converted, upon
application of the alien and the alien’s spouse, to permanent resident status (an upgrade to permanent
status) after the conditional period ends and the marriage is demonstrated to be bona fide.

The effects, if any, of IMFA are hard to quantify. In 2007, an audit of marriage fraud was conducted but
only one page of the 656 page report was not blacked out upon release [Bernstein (2010)]. Further
complicating matters is the arbitrary nature of what constitutes a bona fide marriage. The determination
is largely at the discretion of the individual INS officer interviewing the couple applying for permanent
resident status. A criticism of IMFA is that the law effectively put the alien’s status at the mercy of the
alien’s spouse. This exacerbated domestic abuse, particularly among alien women, ultimately leading to
the Immigration Act of 1990, which added conditions for battered spouses [Anderson (1993), Jones
(1996)]. Unfortunately, the battered spouse waivers require a nearly unobtainable level of proof that had
to be provided by the abused spouse [Anderson (1993)].

Appendix B

Table B1. Gains from marriage including sex ratio

Native groom Native bride

(2) (4) (6) (8)

Foreignj × Postt −0.142 – −0.202** –

(0.095) (0.082)

Canadianj × Postt – 0.218 – 0.004

(0.178) (0.153)

Mexicanj × Postt – −0.181 – −0.357***

(0.184) (0.131)

ROWj × Postt – −0.468*** – −0.255***

(0.089) (0.052)

R2 0.856 0.857 0.759 0.760

Observations 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, the log of available opposite sex singles of
the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse, and the sex ratio of single males to females. Observations are by quarter,
state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are weighted by state population and standard errors clustered by state are
presented in parentheses. Significance levels of 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.

15Jones (1996) notes that INS originally put forth an estimate of 30%, which was acknowledged to be
unreliable and based on an invalid survey. Later, the number purported by INS was revised to the 8%
statistic referenced in text [Bernstein (2010)].
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Table B2. Gains from marriage, unweighted

Native groom Native bride

(2) (4) (2) (4)

Foreignj × Postt 0.024 – −0.143** –

(0.077) (0.066)

Canadianj × Postt – 0.239 – 0.028

(0.156) (0.134)

Mexicanj × Postt – 0.153 – −0.290**

(0.165) (0.110)

ROWj × Postt – −0.318*** – −0.168***

(0.086) (0.034)

R2 0.864 0.864 0.748 0.749

Observations 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and the log of available opposite sex singles
of the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Standard
errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and
***, respectively.

Table B3. Gains from marriage using nonlinear immigrant populations

Native groom Native bride

(2) (4) (6) (8)

Foreignj × Postt −0.067 – −0.112 –

(0.091) (0.081)

Canadianj × Postt – 0.229 – 0.017

(0.179) (0.155)

Mexicanj × Postt – −0.021 – −0.162

(0.173) (0.126)

ROWj × Postt – −0.410*** – −0.193***

(0.086) (0.050)

R2 0.858 0.858 0.766 0.766

Observations 6,048 6,048 6,048 6,048

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and the log of available opposite sex singles
of the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are
weighted by state population and standard errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of
0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.
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Table B4. Gains from marriage, raw counts

Native groom Native bride

(2) (4) (2) (4)

Foreignj × Postt −0.088 – −0.212*** –

(0.070) (0.047)

Canadianj × Postt – 0.058 – −0.011

(0.088) (0.063)

Mexicanj × Postt – −0.140 – −0.421***

(0.158) (0.122)

ROWj × Postt – −0.276** – −0.221***

(0.131) (0.057)

R2 0.947 0.947 0.912 0.912

Observations 4,051 4,051 5,361 5,361

Notes: All regressions include an indicator for the nativity of a foreign-born spouse, year fixed effects, quarter fixed
effects, state fixed effects, the log of single males, the log of single females, and the log of available opposite sex singles
of the same nativity as the foreign-born spouse. Observations are by quarter, state, and spouse’s nativity. Estimates are
weighted by state population and standard errors clustered by state are presented in parentheses. Significance levels of
0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 are denoted by *, **, and ***, respectively.
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